A G W WHITFIELD From the University of Birmingham, Birmingham
In a period of less than 30 years' practice William Withering achieved a reputation unsurpassed by any physician before or since. The very large gathering at his funeral in this church on 10 October 1799 and the mural tablet leave no doubt as to the high opinion in which he was held during his lifetime. A verse at his death may well have been thought euphemistic and sentimental:
"Deep in the earth, the debt of nature paid The mortal part of Withering is laid And though he seems to share the common lot Of those who perish and are soon forgot, His fame will never die! Each future age Instructed by the labours of his page Shall hail his honoured name with grateful praise And bards his skill record in tuneful lays Of wealth or power short is the transient state Whilst science soars above the reach of fate!" How prescient this unknown poet was, for here today, 200 years after the publication of An Account of the Foxglove, members of the Association of Physicians of Great Britain and Ireland and the British Cardiac Society together with leaders in cardiology from abroad have spent five hours hotly debating the use of digitalis and a longer period honouring Birmingham's greatest physician and its patron saint of medicine.
Each new drug goes through three major phases. In the first it is the cure for everything and it is criminal not to prescribe it; in the second it is so dangerous that it should be used only by experts In 1791 Edgbaston Hall was in grave danger of being sacked and burned by the rioting mobs. Many of its most valuable contents were moved into this church or elsewhere for safety and the assailants were bribed and plied with drink so that they became incapable of further action. Eventually the army arrived from Nottingham and quelled the riots but not before extensive damage had been done to houses in and around the city, but Edgbaston Hall itself escaped. Edgbaston Hall has stood on its present site since the Norman Conquest. It was destroyed during the Civil War but was rebuilt in 1717, the building being altered and modernised in 1852 by Sir Charles Barry. The reception after this service will be held Bicentenary of An Account of the Foxglove there and you will see that though it is now a golf clubhouse it is still quite an impressive building.
Withering's tuberculosis had been present for at least 23 years when he died: he suffered considerable fever, pleurisy, cough, and sputum, particularly during the winter, and in his later years he was much disabled by dyspnoea. He spent the winters of 1792-3 and 1793-4 in Portugal in the vain hope of climatic benefit, and when he returned to Edgbaston Hall in 1794, with Matthew Boulton's help, he contrived a form of air conditioning which kept the indoor temperature at about 65°F. In the winter he rarely went out and these measures undoubtedly prolonged his life. It is sad to think that among his many patients there must have been some who contracted tuberculosis from him but the infective nature of the disease, though suspected, was unproven until long after Withering's death.
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